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raise for Great Britain a question of moral obligation; conducted,
so to say, on her doorstep they would, with the resultant French
mine-laying, be very injurious to herself. After long debates on
the afternoon of i August and the morning of the 2nd, Grey was
authorized to inform the French ambassador that the British
fleet would not permit the German fleet to operate in these
waters. The step, though grave, was less so than has often been
suggested. It certainly did not, as Loreburn tried afterwards to
argue, 'irrevocably commit' Great Britain to war with Germany.
For there is no reason to suppose that the latter would have
demurred to it. She had based no plans on this back-door into
France, knowing that it could not be used if Britain entered
the war; and therefore she would have lost nothing by consent-
ing to abstain from it, so long as Britain remained out.
The other issue was Belgian neutrality. Great Britain was one
of its guarantors under the Treaty of 1839. She had thus a right
to defend it, though not in all circumstances an obligation. It
was, however, deeply rooted in her national interest. For cen-
turies she had been concerned to prevent the Low Countries
from falling under the sway of a contiguous Great Power. That
was why Belgium, when made a state, had been neutralized—
a policy of which Palmerston was the originator. Gladstone in
1870 had taken special steps to safeguard it,1 and his temporary
treaties with France and Prussia formed a ruling precedent.
But as he proposed them after war had broken out, there was
no precedent for acting while peace lasted. Even so it is surpris-
ing that the Asquith cabinet never considered the topic until
30 July. At that time most of its members were against doing
anything. Morley,2 an opponent, records the discussion as 6thin
and perfunctory3, and Asquith in his cabinet report that day to
the king clearly indicates its non-committal outcome.3 It has
been suggested that Grey might have averted the war by
announcing earlier that Great Britain would take arms against
a violator. But he could not have announced such a policy
down to 2 August, because something like half the cabinet were
opposed to it.
It would not have availed if he had.  The German general
staff, as noted above,4 in committing themselves to a plan which
1 See above, pp. 3-4, and below, Appendix G, section 4.
a Memorandum on Resignation (1928), 3.
3 J. A. Spender and Cyril Asquith, Life ofAsqwth, ii. 81.	4 p. 483-

